Factsheet: Cannabis - the Irish situation. by unknown
 Factsheet 
Cannabis: the Irish situation 
 
July 2015 
 
_______________________________________________________________ 
What is cannabis? 
Cannabis, also known as marijuana, is a green, brown or grey mixture of dried, shredded flowers 
and leaves of the hemp plant (Cannabis sativa). This herbal form of cannabis can be processed to 
make stronger forms, called cannabis resin (hashish) and cannabis oil (hash oil). There are many 
slang terms for cannabis, such as pot, herb, weed, boom, Mary Jane, gangster and chronic.  
 
What does cannabis do? 
All forms of cannabis are mind-altering and act by affecting the part of the brain where memories 
are formed. Short-term effects of cannabis include: 
 Difficulty learning and remembering 
 Distorted sense of vision, hearing or touch 
 Trouble thinking and problem-solving 
 Loss of co-ordination 
 Increased heart rate, anxiety, panic attacks.1 
 
How do we know how many people use cannabis in Ireland? 
Every four years the National Advisory Committee on Drugs and Alcohol (NACDA) and the 
Northern Ireland Public Health Information and Research Branch (PHIRB) commission a survey of 
the general population to estimate the number of people in Ireland who use drugs and alcohol.2 
Face-to- face interviews take place with respondents aged 15–64 normally resident in households 
in Ireland and Northern Ireland. This type of survey is not designed to include people who do not 
normally live in private households (such as prisoners or hostel dwellers).  
 
How many people use cannabis in Ireland? 
The latest survey estimates show a rise in the percentage of cannabis users in the general 
population aged 15–64:  
 2002/3 survey –  17.4%  
 2006/7 survey –  21.9%   
 2010/11 survey – 25.3% 
The 2010/11 survey involved 7,669 people (5,134 in Ireland and 2,535 in Northern Ireland). The 
results for Ireland showed that:  
 Just over one in four people had used cannabis, making it the most commonly used illegal 
drug in Ireland. 
 25.3% had used it at least once (ever used).  
 6.0% had used it in the last 12 months (recent use).  
 2.8% had used it in the last month (current use). 
 33.2% of men had used it, compared to 17.5% of women. 
 
Cannabis is by far the most frequently used illegal substance in Europe. An estimated 73.6 million 
people (21.7% of the adult population) have ever used it; 18.1 million (5.3%) of those are recent 
users and 14.6 million (11.2%) of young adults (15–34) used cannabis in the last year.3 
 
How many people receive treatment for cannabis use? 
The National Drug Treatment Reporting System (NDTRS) provides data on treated drug and 
alcohol misuse in Irelanda
                                                                
a The NDTRS contains information only on those who started treatment in a particular year (for the first time or returning 
to treatment). It does not include the number in continuous care. 
 
The most recent published data from the NDTRS4 shows that: 
 
The number of cases entering drug treatment who reported cannabis as their main problem drug 
increased from 1,058 in 2005 to 2,460 in 2013. 
Of the 2,460 cases who reported cannabis as their main problem drug: 
 316 (13%) were aged under 18 years; 655 (26%) were aged 18–34; 75 (3%) were aged 
35–44; and 12 (<1%) were aged 45–64.  
 807 were new cases.  
 71 lived in Dublin. 
 902 (36 %) were men. 
 721 (29 %) used cannabis with other drugs. 
 551 (22%) used cannabis daily, 217 (9%) used it between two and six times per week, 68 
(3%) used it once per week or less, and 196 (8%) had not used it in the last month. 
The most recent figure for cannabis as an additional problem drug is 1,545 in 2013.5 
 
Non-fatal overdoses and drug-related emergencies 
According to the Hospital In-Patient Enquiry (HIPE) scheme, there were 4,422 cases of non-fatal 
overdose discharged from Irish hospitals in 2012. Narcotic or hallucinogenic drugs were involved 
 3 
 
in 13% (563) of these cases. Cannabis is included in this drug category and was present in 7% 
(38) of cases.6 
 
What does the law say about cannabis? 
Cannabis is on the list of drugs that are controlled by law. A person found in possession of 
cannabis or cannabis resin is guilty of an offence. It is also an offence to grow cannabis plants. 
You can find more information about Irish drug laws, offences and penalties on the Citizens 
Information Board website.  
 
Seizures of cannabis 
Cannabis accounts for the largest number of drug seizures in Ireland, as reported by the Central 
Statistics Office. Seizures are made by Garda and Revenue Customs officers and include cannabis 
herb, plants and resin. There were 3,137 cannabis seizures in 2011, 2,912 in 2012 and 2,991 in 
2013.6 
The Forensic Science Laboratory (FSL) report on drugs received from seizures made by Garda.7 In 
2014 the FSL reported on 1,226,027 grams of cannabis herb, 528,756 grams of cannabis resin 
and 15,463 cannabis plants. b
                                                                
b
 The number of cannabis plants does not reflect the total number detected as only a sample of the plants is sent for 
analysis for practical reasons. 
For more information on cannabis please refer to the following sources: 
 
1. The independent health website at www.irishhealth.com/article.html?id=454 
2. National Advisory Committee on Drugs & Public Health Information and Research Branch 
(2011) Drug use in Ireland and Northern Ireland: first results from the 2010/11 drug 
prevalence survey. Bulletin 1. Dublin: National Advisory Committee on Drugs. 
3. European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (2014) European drug report 2014: 
trends and developments. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.  
4. Treatment data National Documentation Centre interactive tables. 
5. Preliminary unpublished data from the NDTRS. 
6. Health Research Board (2014) 2014 National Report (2013 data) to the EMCDDA by the Reitox 
National Focal Point. Ireland: new developments, trends. Dublin: Health Research Board. 
7. An Garda Siochana.  (2015) An Garda Siochana: annual report 2014.  An Garda Siochana, 
Dublin. 
 
See also 
European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (2012) Prevalence of daily cannabis use 
in the European Union and Norway. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. 
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National Documentation Centre on Drug Use – Find the evidence 
NDC website: www.drugsandalcohol.ie 
Repository of Irish research on alcohol and drugs 
 Reports, journal articles, theses and other research outputs 
 Current research and evaluation database 
 News service and reports of Dáil debates 
Key resources 
 Fact sheets – data on drugs and alcohol 
 Interactive tables of drug treatment data 
 Evidence-based reviews and guidelines 
 Online directory of drug and alcohol courses 
Research library 
 Books, reports, scholarly publications and grey literature 
 Scientific journals  
 Bibliographic databases 
Information services 
 Document supply  
 Query response 
 Information literacy sessions 
 Newsletter and tables of contents service  
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